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Clarence Leer was born on 14 May 1925 in Beresford, South Dakota, but his family 
moved to a Red River Valley farm by Abercrombie, North Dakota, when Clarence 
was under a year old.  It was here that Clarence grew up and attended local schools, 
graduating from Abercrombie High School in 1944.  Because he was the only son, in 
1944 his father obtained for Clarence a deferment from military service, and he 
continued to work on the farm until early 1945. 
When the deferment ended, in March 1945 Clarence was drafted into the US 
Army and sent to Camp Hood, Texas, for Basic Training.  With the end of the war in 
August 1945 Clarence did not see combat, but in September 1945 he was among the 
first troops to arrive in Japan for occupation duty.  Clarence was stationed in Tokyo 
until September 1946; serving with the Signal Corps, his duty was as a mail clerk in 
a central distribution facility.  After one year Clarence returned to the US and was 
discharged in December 1946 with the rank of tech sergeant. 
 Again a civilian, Clarence got married (wife Agnes Bjorke Leer) and used GI 
Bill benefits to attend North Dakota State Agricultural College in Fargo (now North 
Dakota State University), graduating in 1950 with an engineering degree.  After 
college Clarence and Agnes relocated to California, remaining until 1956, when they 
moved to Apple Valley, Minnesota.  Clarence worked for several engineering firms, 
and then the City of Bloomington, before retiring in 1990. 
 
Clarence provides details of farm life is small town North Dakota during the war 
years.  Also important is his account of being among the very first US occupation 
troops to land in Japan; his perspectives of the people and interactions with 
Americans is valuable. 
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Interview key: 
T = Thomas Saylor 
C = Clarence Leer 
[text] = words added by editor, either for clarification or explanation 
(***) = words or phrase unclear 
NOTE: interview has been edited for clarity 
 
Tape 1, Side A.  Counter begins at 000. 
 
T: Today is the 23rd of October 2002, and this is the interview with Clarence Leer.  
First, Clarence, on the record, thanks very much for taking time to speak with me. 
 
C: You’re welcome. 
 
T: We’ve been speaking a little bit and I’m going to recap what I already know.  You 
were born the 14th of May 1925 in Beresford, South Dakota.  Your parents were of 
Norwegian ancestry and it’s your grandparents that were the immigrants.  You had 
two sisters and you were the only brother.  At about age one you moved to the 
family farm near Abercrombie, North Dakota, and you lived on that farm throughout 
high school.  You graduated from Abercrombie High School, class of 1944.  You had a 
deferment from military service through the spring of 1945 because you were the 
only boy living on the farm, but in March of 1945 you were inducted into the US 
Army, did Basic Training at Camp Hood, Texas, and after the war ended were part of 
the first occupation troops to be stationed in Japan.  You served in Japan from 





T: You worked as a mail clerk and you served with the Signal Corps.  You returned to 
the States and were discharged from military service in December of 1946 with the 
rank of tech sergeant.  In 1947 you went to what was then North Dakota State 
Agricultural College--it’s now North Dakota State University--and in 1950 you 




T: While you were a student in 1948 you were married to Agnes Bjorke who we 
interviewed earlier.  You spent a number of years in California working as an 
engineer before moving to Minnesota in 1956.  You worked for a couple of 
engineering firms and then a number of years for the city of Bloomington, 
Minnesota, retiring in 1990.  What I wanted to ask first: in 1941 you were a high 
school student in Abercrombie, North Dakota, when the US entered the war at the 
end of 1941.  I’m wondering, Clarence, what you were doing when you first heard 
the news that the Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor? 
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T: Something you did pretty much every year? 
 
C: Yes.  We’d always hunt pheasants in the fall.  Partly to eat because it was extra 
meat.  You didn’t need any stamps to get that.  There were a lot of pheasants in 
North Dakota at that time. 
 
T: Has that changed? 
 
C: It changed but I think they’re coming back again now.  When the farming became 
so intensive with big machinery and farming every square inch there was no place 
for the pheasants to nest, so they disappeared for a while but I think they’re coming 
back. 
 
T: What was your reaction, or your folks’ reaction, both of you, when you got the 
news that the US had entered the war? 
 
C: The first thing they thought about was having somebody who would have to go in 
the Army.  Be drafted.  I guess that was my worry, too.  I thought that I should 
volunteer but then my folks didn’t want me to do that.  They needed me on the farm. 
 
T: We entered the war in ‘41 and you went to the service in ’45.  Were there 
discussions between you and your parents about whether you should volunteer for 
service and them try to talk you out of it? 
 
(1, A, 078) 
 
C: Particularly my mother.  She didn’t want me to go.  We talked about it and she 
said that I should wait to be inducted. 
 
T: What kind of arguments did your mom use to try to talk you out of it? 
 
C: Basically that I was needed on the farm.  I don’t know if that was the real reason 
or not.  That’s the reasoning she used. 
 
T: How about your dad?  Where did he come down in his argument, in this 
discussion? 
 
C: He didn’t say much one way or another.  You take things as they come. 
 
T: Was that pretty much his personality anyway? 
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T: Did you have any relatives that you knew, or neighbors close by, that went into 
service right away? 
 
C: Yes, quite a few.  I had an uncle that had lived on the farm also.  My dad’s brother.  
He went into the Air Force.  He was of an age that they didn’t stay in there more than 
a year.  He didn’t actually get into any combat or anything. 
 
T: But he was away. 
 
C: He was away for a while, yes. 
 
T: So one less person on the farm.  What kind of jobs did you do on the farm?  It was 
just you and your dad I guess.  The only two male workers on the farm. 
 
C: Basically, yes.  Most of the time.  Milking cows.  When I would get home from 
school I would have to see that the wood….we chopped wood.  We didn’t have 
electricity, not at that time.  That came in about 1944 I think, something like that. 
 
T: So the heat was supplied by wood stoves? 
 
C: Wood stove, yes.  And the furnace. 
 
T: How many acres did your dad have? 
 
C: About 240 acres. 
 




T: Did your dad hire extra people to work on the farm in spring or fall? 
 
C: Spring he didn’t have to, but the fall he did always, yes.  For harvest. 
 
T: How many typically would come by or did he need? 
 
C: About two extras. 
 
T: For just a short period of time? 
 
C: Of course, the neighbors would get together and help each other.  You’d 
sometimes go into town and find somebody in the hobo jungle who wanted to work 
for a little bit.  Come out and help chop grain. 
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T: Just for a day’s wages? 
 
C: A couple day’s wages or something. 
 
T: Was that the term, a “hobo jungle”? 
 
C: Yes.  It was in Abercrombie. 
 
T: Were these people that were kind of generally there all the time or people just 
floating through? 
 
C: Just floating through.  But some of them… it was surprising that the same people 
came every fall because they knew that they could get a job. 
 




T: What memories do you have of being on the farm in the 1930s? 
 
C: We knew that there was a Depression on but we lived on a farm so we never 
suffered from lack of food.  We raised our own.  Big garden.  Every fall there would 
be butchering providing the necessary meat.  Since you didn’t have freezers in those 
days, we’d keep it outside during the winter and let it freeze. 
 




T: Did you get the impression from your father and mother, or even yourself, that 
the ‘30s were tough times, or did it seem like your folks did okay? 
 
C: I think I felt that they did okay, but I knew that a lot of people were having trouble 
around the country.  That there was a Depression on. 
 
T: When the war started you were in high school.  What indications did you have in 
your school that we were now at war? 
 
(1, A, 139) 
 
C: There were several of the boys that went and enlisted in the Army.  One of them 
came home on leave and got shot.  He was out hunting pheasants and got killed by 
accident.  Killed while he was home on leave.  That kind of affected the whole school. 
 
T: It was a small school, so obviously you knew each other. 
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C: Yes.  Everybody knew everybody else. 
 
T: How ironic to go to service and then he suffers a mortal wound when he’s home 
on leave. 
 
C: Yes.  That’s something that really struck the whole school. 
 
T: Were hunting accidents common?  Did things like that happen? 
 
C: Very seldom.  I guess that’s why it was such a shock. 
 




T: Do you remember anything at school in your classes?  Was the war a topic of 
conversation? 
 
C: We talked about it, but actually not too much.  I don’t remember too much at all. 
 
T: Were there recruiting posters at your school? 
 
C: Oh, yes.  The “We Want You” posters. 
 




T: Among the guys you went to school with, was there talk like, let’s go enlist, or I 
don’t want to? 
 
C: Oh, yes.  Some did and some didn’t. 
 
T: How did you participate in those discussions?  Where were you on that 
argument? 
 
C: I kind of wanted to enlist, but then because my folks needed me at home, I didn’t 
think I should. 
 
T: Was there any kind of pressure from teachers or other students that as a young 
guy you should enlist? 
 
C: No, not really.  I don’t think so. 
 
T: Were most of the people who went to your school also from farming families? 
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C: It was a farming community. 
 




T: Were other boys, other young men, deferred as well? 
 
C: There were several of them that were.  Yes. 
 
T: About the deferment, was this something that your folks got automatically, or did 
you or your folks have to apply for it? 
 
C: I think my folks had to apply for the deferment with the Selective Service Board.  
Of course they knew everybody on the service board. 
 
T: Right.  Because it’s in your county or your township. 
 
C: Right.  There were several automatic, if you needed it.  If somebody needed it to 
work on the farm. 
 
T: You graduated from high school in ‘44.  By that time you were nineteen years of 




T: How did you feel about the fact that your dad went and applied for and got a 
deferment for you? 
 
C: That was okay [that my dad got a deferment for me].  I guess I thought it was all 
right. 
 
T: Did you feel guilty at all? 
 
C: Not really.  I guess I did feel a little bit guilty, because some of the other kids went.  
Got their notice from the service board.  I didn’t get one.  I got one of those deferred 
notices. 
 
T: Did any of your friends tell you that? 
 
C: I don’t think [my friends made me feel guilty].  Just a feeling of my own. 
 
T: Was there a sense of, what I’m doing is contributing?  Working on the farm. 
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C: Yes, I guess I felt that [I was contributing by working on the farm].  Yes.  I was 
helping the war effort working on the farm. 
 
T: Living at home, were your sisters younger or older than you? 
 
C: They were younger. 
 
T: So during the war when you were in high school and the deferment year, were all 
five of you living at home, then? 
 
C: Yes.  One sister was born quite a bit later, about ten years later.  My one sister was 
a year younger than I and the other one was ten years younger than I. 
 




T: What kind of impact did you notice around your own house by rationing of things 
like meat, or sugar, or gasoline? 
 
C: Actually, when I think back, I didn’t really notice it too much.  I thought that was 
just the way it was supposed to be.  We always had enough to eat.  I don’t think it 
impacted us that much. 
 
T: Would you say your mom and dad did more canning or more laying up of stuff 
during the war years than before, or had they always done that? 
 
C: They always did some [canning], but I think they did more of it during the war. 
 
T: Were there certain things that your folks couldn’t get, had trouble getting? 
 
C: Things like tires and parts for the equipment, for the machinery [, were hard to 
get].  Parts were hard to get. 
 








T: What kind of equipment did your dad have on the farm? 
 
(1, A, 210) 
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C: He had horses to begin with.  Then he had two tractors and a combine.  Not a 
combine, because they didn’t have combines at that time, but a binder.  Bound it up 
into shocks, and then you had to go and get the shocks in the field.  That’s when you 
needed help.  Extra help.  He had eighty acres of full bundles to set up. 
 
T: You noticed that parts were harder to come by.  What do you do?  If you need to 
have this farm machinery working, it needs to work now. 
 
C: [When we needed a part and couldn’t get it, we] mostly improvised.  My dad was 
a very good welder and blacksmith.  He could make a lot of the things that he needed 
and get some part and figure out how to make it fit. 
 
T: So he made his own parts, in a sense? 
 
C: In a sense, yes. 
 





T: What about gasoline?  Was that a problem? 
 
C: Actually the farmers got a pretty good deal on tickets.  But then you had to use it 
for farm work only.  Of course a lot of them didn’t do that.  They put it in the car.  
You weren’t supposed to. 
 
T: Was there any way to monitor what the gas was being used for? 
 
C: Not really.  It would be hard. 
 
T: Did your folks have a truck or a car? 
 
C: Had a car.  A couple cars.  And a truck too. 
 
T: So was there, from your perspective, was there enough gasoline to do all the 
driving that your family needed to do? 
 
C: I think so. 
 
T: Were you a driver at that time? 
 
C: I started driving when I was about thirteen years old. 
 
T: Things were different on the farm, aren’t they? 
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C: Yes (both laugh). 
 
T: Did you have a license or you just drove? 
 
C: I just drove. 
 
T: Things were simpler in some ways, weren’t they? 
 
C: Yes (both laugh). 
 
T: When you were going to school, did you walk to school? 
 
C: No.  It was about four miles to Abercrombie.  We were about four miles out of 
town.  We took turns with the neighbors.  Drive every day. 
 




T: Were there times when you were in high school that working on the farm kept 
you from being able to go to school? 
 
C: During harvest season you would take quite a few days off. 
 
T: Is that September usually? 
 
C: In September. 
 
T: Is it over by the middle of October, like by now? 
 
C: It should be.  Very little left by the end of October. 
 
T: So you’ve got basically the month of September.  That’s when you said your dad 
would have needed extra people. 
 
C: We needed extra help. 
 
T: How did you handle this on the farm?  By wartime, certainly people were hard to 
find.  How was this managed, when you needed people and couldn’t get them? 
 
C: Most of the time I think we got help from the neighbors.  They all got together, 
most of them, and were able to…  You could usually find somebody in town that was 
willing to come out and work for a few days. 
 
T: Were there ever German POWs used in the area? 
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C: No. 
 
T: Any other outside sources of labor, people that were brought in? 
 
C: No, I don’t think so.  Not that I recall. 
 
T: This sense of relying on neighbors, was that more pronounced than it had been, 
say, in the 1930s? 
 
C: I think so. 
 
T: So maybe an impact of the war here is that people were forced to rely on each 
other? 
 
C: Rely on each other a little more, yes.  Borrowing.  Like I say, you know, if you’re 
missing a part you can’t get, maybe you can borrow your neighbor’s truck and do 
whatever you had to do. 
 








T: How many people lived there about that time? 
 
C: Maybe at the most three hundred. 
 
T: So we’re talking a pretty small community.  How did the war impact the 
community, the town itself? 
 
(1, A, 266) 
 
C: The grocery shopping.  People had to have a lot of coupons for everything.  I think 
they had some problem getting supplies themselves. 
 
T: The grocery stores themselves.  How many grocery stores were there in 
Abercrombie? 
 
C: There were actually two. 
 
T: So there was some competition? 
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C: A little bit of competition, but one of them was kind of a general store.  They had 
everything.  The other was just a grocery store. 
 
T: How often did you, or you and your dad, go to town? 
 
C: About once a week. 
 
T: Was that to pick up food or farming supplies? 
 
C: To bring the cream into town to sell.  Eggs.  Get groceries for the week. 
 
T: Did you have a chance when you went to town to sort of see other people and talk 
to other people and things like this? 
 
C: Yes.  Had some time to get together.  Sit in town and watch people go by on the 
sidewalk. 
 
T: What were the topics of conversation when you went to town?  Was the war 
something that people talked about a lot? 
 
C: They did.  Yes, they talked about it.  Who was going and who was coming back.  
Who was coming home.  Where those people were.  It was always on peoples’ mind. 
 
T: You mentioned taking eggs and cream.  That’s a couple of things that your farm 
produced.  What do you remember about the prices for the things from your farm, 
for eggs or cream?  You had grain too, right? 
 
C: Grain.  Yes.  Grain was usually hauled in.  We raised a lot of grain for feed.  Used 
on the farm.  Stored on the farm.  Then we had wheat and flax and things like that 
that we hauled in to the elevator right away when we harvested. 
 
T: Was it sold right then, or was it stored and sold later? 
 
C: Yes.  It was sold right then. 
 
T: What do you remember about the prices for things like wheat and flax? 
 
C: They were a lot less than they are now. 
 
T: How about compared to the ‘30s?  Were prices better during the war years, or not 
quite as good, or about the same? 
 
C: [Prices during the war years] were better. 
 
T: You also had meat? 
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C: Beef and pork both. 
 
T: How about the prices for those that you recall? 
 
C: [Prices for beef and pork] were pretty good during the war.  Better than before 
the war, yes.  People could afford… 
 
T: So if you were to generalize, would you say that your family’s condition on the 
farm, financial condition, was better off than before the war, worse off, or about the 
same? 
 
C: I think they were better off than during the ‘30s.  Yes.  Prices were a little better.  
Of course it cost more to live, but they pretty much even out.  Took five gallon can of 
cream and sell it to the creamery right there.  Then the eggs too.  Sold to the 
creamery.  Usually take in twelve dozen eggs in a crate and a five gallon can would 
buy enough groceries to last for a week. 
 
T: Just from those two things. 
 
C: Yes.  Like I said, all you had to buy was the sugar.  You didn’t need to buy meat.  
We had that on the farm. 
 
T: So there wasn’t really much in the line of foodstuffs that you had to buy for 
yourself. 
 
C: No.  Churned our own butter.  Didn’t have to buy that.  Didn’t have to buy milk.  
That takes care of most of it. 
 
T: A lot of stuff.  When you went to school, Clarence, what kind of chores did you 
have on a daily basis at home? 
 
C: Milking the cows was one. 
 
T: That’s a morning chore? 
 
C: Morning and evening.  Seeing that there was enough fuel for the stoves. 
 
T: That’s chopping wood. 
 
C: Chopping wood and there was a woodlot on the farm that every winter we would 
harvest trees for the winter.  Cut down trees and haul it up to the farmstead and 
there we would cut them up and use it for fuel. 
 
T: Did you have a power saw of some kind for the big trees? 
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C: Yes.  You didn’t have chain saws, so if the tree was cut down you had to use a 
hand saw. 
 
T: To cut them down? 
 
C: To cut them down and cut them up. 
 
T: That’s hard work. 
 
C: That’s hard work. 
 
T: How many hours would you say you worked before you went to school? 
 
C: Probably two. 
 
T: So you were getting up at what time? 
 
C: We usually get up about six o’clock, five thirty, six o’clock. 
 




T: It’s amazing you had time to do school work at all. 
 
C: Yes.  We didn’t have a lot of homework. 
 
T: You wouldn’t have had time to do it, it sounds like. 
 
C: No (laughs). 
 
T: And you had electricity only in ‘44? 
 
C: I think it was ‘44 when we got electricity. 
 
T: Was that something paid for by the county or the State, or did your dad have to 
actually pay for some of that himself? 
 
C: He had to pay for some of it.  He had to pay for the Rural Electric Association, the 
REA, which was a co-op.  They would bring it into the farm. 
 




T: Actually the running of the cables in the house. 
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C: They had to rewire the whole house. 
 
T: Did he do that himself? 
 
C: No.  He had a friend that was an electrician. 
 
T: When you graduated from high school, you were a year before you went in the 
service.  But you did enter service in the spring of, in March 1945.  You went for 




T: How did your folks respond to you actually being drafted and entering the 
service? 
 
C: My mother was pretty upset.  I don’t know how my dad felt.  He didn’t say much.  
When I got on the bus to go to… before I was inducted at Fort Snelling… went down 
to the bus and took a bus from… that was pretty sad. 
 
T: Was it tough on your folks or tough on you? 
 
C: Tough on my folks.  I guess it was kind of tough on me, too.  First time I’d ever 
really been off the farm. 
 
T: That’s right, and you weren’t just going for the weekend, so to speak.  Could you 
have extended the deferment or stayed out of the service? 
 
C: I think I probably could have, if they had insisted that I do.  It could have been 
extended for another year. 
 
T: Whose decision was it not to extend the deferment? 
 
C: It was kind of my dad’s, I think.  They left it up to me if I wanted to go, and I said I 
would just as soon wait and see if I can’t get drafted. 
 




T: Being sworn it at Fort Snelling, was that the first time you had been to 
Minneapolis-St. Paul? 
 
C: Yes.  In for the physical first.  That was a different trip.  I think that was in 
February or something. 
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T: What impression did you have of a city that was quite it bit bigger than 
Abercrombie? 
 
C: It could have been bigger.  We didn’t get to see too much of the city when we were 
here.  Mostly we went around Fort Snelling.  Kept us pretty busy for that time we 
were here. 
 
T: What do you remember about those physicals?  What kind of stuff were they 
checking? 
 
C: It seemed like they checked awfully fast.  Just went by one doctor, then you went 
by another doctor.  One would listen to your heart and they looked in your mouth. 
 
T: Your heart was still beating so you were… 
 
C: As long as your heart was beating, I think it was okay. 
 
T: When you finally left home for Basic Training, did you take a bus from home to 
Fort Snelling again then? 
 
C: Yes.  Right. 
 
T: What was that like, shoving off from home for what would be a long time? 
 
C: I was kind of exciting in some ways.  It was kind of exciting.  A little worrisome 
too, I guess. 
 
T: Was that the first time you’d been away from home for a long time? 
 
C: Well, really, yes.  By myself. 
 
T: How did you handle that?  Being away from home? 
 
C: Kind of took it as it came.  Being in the Army, they tell you what to do, so you don’t 
have to worry about that. 
 
T: What can you say about Texas?  Here’s a place that’s about as far from Minnesota 
as you can be. 
 
C: That was really kind of a shocker when we got off the train.  We took a train from 
Fort Snelling to Camp Hood.  It was kind of a shock to look around over the 
countryside.  How different it was from where I grew up.  Of course, the camp.  They 
put the camps about the worst places they can find. 
 
T: I think they did.  Do you remember that train trip going down to Texas? 
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C: A little bit.  Had a berth.  They stopped in St. Louis I think.  Overnight.  Otherwise 
you kept going.  Stopped there and got off and changed trains. 
 




T: What about Basic Training itself?  What was Basic Training all about? 
 
C: It was a lot of work.  I didn’t mind the work so much.  You had to make your bed 
and everything had to be just so. 
 
T: How well did you adjust to the military lifestyle? 
 
C: Fairly well I think.  I partially enjoyed it. 
 
End of Side A.  Side B begins at counter 383. 
 
T: What did you enjoy about the military lifestyle? 
 
C: Basically, I guess, being on my own for the first time in my life.  I kind of liked that.  
Then you got a rifle to handle.  I always enjoyed hunting. 
 
T: So shooting guns was not anything new for you. 
 
C: No.  The food wasn’t exciting, but I didn’t mind the food that much either.  A lot of 
them complained about the food. 
 
T: So being a kind of take it as it comes person served you pretty well in the military. 
 
C: I think so.  Yes. 
 
T: Is there a positive memory, one positive memory, of Basic Training that you have? 
 
C: There was one time I got to go off the base for a weekend pass.  Went all the way 
to Waco which wasn’t very far.  That was a big city too.  There were several other 
boys.  We had a good time. 
 
T: What did you think about the South?  What impressions did you have of being in 
the South? 
 
C: Actually I didn’t get too much impression of the South, because the guys that were 
in the barracks were a lot of people from New York and different parts of the 
country.  Acted differently.  It was kind of an eye-opener. 
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T: Was there a real mix of people from different parts of the country that were 




T: What did you notice about people from different parts of the country? 
 
C: A lot of them weren’t from the farm.  They were from the city.  When they got 
their paycheck they had to throw dice and gamble it away. 
 
T: Did they really? 
 
C: A lot of them did.  Yes.  Then there were people that tried to take advantage of 
other people.  Some of us farm kids.  It didn’t bother me really.  I just stayed out of it. 
 
(1, B, 421) 
 
T: Did they perceive of you farm kids as country-bumpkins? 
 
C: I think so.  A lot of them did.  Yes. 
 
T: Did this lead to kind of a break between, in the people you hung out with, 
between rural kids and city kids? 
 
C: Sort of.  They sort of hung out, broken out, that way. 
 
T: Was there a distinction that you noticed that was made between people from the 
North and people from the South? 
 
C: Not really.  Just the way they talked. 
 
T: When you were in Basic Training, this was mid-1945, were there any people of 
color?  African Americans, Mexicans, Native Americans, in your group? 
 
C: None at all.  It was still segregated. 
 
T: Was it also segregated when you were in Japan?  Or did you serve with people of 
different races? 
 
C: No, I think it was segregated there, too.  I don’t remember any other race in the 
Army. 
 
T: And you were in the Signal Corps. 
 
C: Yes.  In the Signal Corps. 
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T: When you were in Basic Training, the war against Germany ended right around 
that time. 
 
C: Shortly after I got there.  They always said when we got in the Army, it killed the 
president (laughs). 
 
T: Let’s take President Roosevelt’s death first—how did that impact you and the 
people around you? 
 
C: We just sort of wondered, what’s going to happen?  How it would affect the war?  
Would we have to go? 
 








T: That made it clear to you where you were going to go. 
 
C: There was only one place left to go. 
 
T: In May, the war against Japan looked like it could last quite a long time.  What 
kind of thoughts did you have about being part of the invasion of Japan, or being 
involved in some serious combat? 
 
C: That of course was the main concern.  Worried about the invasion of Japan.  We 
thought that was going to be really tough.  I guess it would have been probably. 
 
T: What did the military do to create in your mind an image of what the Japanese 
were like? 
 
C: I suppose it was propaganda, that the Japanese were so mean.  That they were all 
mean people.  I always got that impression.  They gave me that impression. 
 
T: What other kind of adjectives would you associate with the Japanese based on 
what you were told from Basic Training or in the military? 
 
C: They called them Japs.  They always showed them as being kind of rough people 
with very poor equipment.  I don’t know whether the Army did that on purpose or 
not.  I suppose they did. 
 
T: How would you describe your own feelings about having to go to combat in the 
Pacific? 
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C: I guess I really didn’t think too much about it.  I wasn’t too concerned.  I was more 
worried about what was going on every day there at camp. 
 




T: You stayed at Camp Hood until you went overseas? 
 
C: Until I went overseas, yes. 
 
T: So that means you were there for a number of months. 
 
C: Six months, I think. 
 
T: What did you do once Basic Training was over at Camp Hood? 
 
C: We were given a week, at least a week off, or two weeks maybe, before we were 
assigned where we were going.  We didn’t even know where we were going at that 
time.  A couple other guys that were from the same area, one was from Austin and 
two were from Fargo, so we got together and hired a car and drove home.  All the 
way back to North Dakota.  When we left from there we went out West, to Camp 
Adero, Oregon. 
 




T: This was just before the war in the Pacific had ended? 
 
C: No.  This was just after it ended. 
 
T: Where were you on V-J Day? 
 
C: I was still taking training, in Texas. 
 
T: The sudden end of the war against Japan of course changed everything for you.  
How did you react to the news that the war in the Pacific was over? 
 
C: The first thing I noticed was they were relaxing rules around there.  There were 
relaxed people around there.  The cadres and officers were much more… they 
weren’t so tight with the rules and regulations.  I figured I didn’t know just what we 
were going to do then.  What was going to happen, I didn’t know. 
 
T: When did you know that you were going to Japan on occupation duty? 
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C: I got the orders after we were through Basic Training, and I went home then for a 
couple weeks.  I got the letter telling us we were going to go next.  We went to Camp 
Adero, Oregon.  From there I went to Fort Ord, California, to board ship for 
Yokohama. 
 
T: The ship to Yokohama, how long did that trip take? 
 
C: It took us three weeks. 
 
(1, B, 530) 
 
T: What can you say about the trip on the ship? 
 
C: It was pretty crowded, because we were riding in one of Henry J. Kaiser’s liberty 
ships.  It had been converted into a troop carrier, so bunks were everywhere.  The 
bunk above you was about a foot above you.  It was very cramped.  The trip was 
kind of rough, because we were still worried about submarines in the Pacific.  So we 
took what they called the northern route, which went way up towards Alaska before 
it came back down.  It was a long trip. 
 
T: Were you a person who had a problem with getting seasick? 
 
C: Yes.  I was in bed for the first week, I think.  Finally they put me on a duty in the 
bakery down in the hold of the ship, where they baked bread.  The smell of the 
bread was so good that I finally got over it.  Fresh bread. 
 
T: Was there a fair amount of rolling of this liberty ship? 
 
C: Quite a bit, yes. 
 
T: Now you docked in Yokohama, which is near Tokyo, and that was in September of 
1945? 
 
C: Yes, September 1945. 
 




T: When you went to Japan, what impressions did you have of the countryside?  You 
were in the Tokyo Bay area, Yokohama, Tokyo. 
 
C: We got there at night for some reason.  Got off the ship at night and went to what 
was called the Fourth Replacement Depot.  That’s where we were assigned where 
we were going to go, and what we were going to do in Japan.  I got something to eat, 
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which was great, because we were awfully hungry.  There wasn’t too much food.  We 
were there for three or four days and slept in a tent at the Replacement Depot.  Then 
we were ordered to get onto this train into Tokyo. 
 
T: Which isn’t that far from Yokohama, is it? 
 
C: Not too far, no. 
 
T: What kind of impressions did the countryside of Japan make on you?  What did 
you see when you looked around on the train or in Tokyo? 
 
C: When we got to Tokyo we could see from the bombing that had taken place.  
Buildings were pretty mashed up and the train depot was completely… it was just 
rubble.  Rubble all over.  It was fixed it up enough so they could load people on the 
train. 
 




T: And when you got to the train station, were there Japanese people there too, or 
not? 
 
C: There were Japanese people around, but not very many.  To begin with, for the 
first few weeks, the Japanese people seemed to be afraid of us.  We noticed that.  
When we walked down the street they would go on the other side of the street.  I 
was a little worried about maybe what they were going to do.  Some of the stories 
we had heard were that they would have ammunition and guns. 
 




T: Did that mean that when you moved around outside of military base or military 
compound that you went armed? 
 
C: No, we weren’t armed.  The MPs were armed.  The regular soldier wasn’t armed. 
 
T: Were you encouraged to travel with at least one other person, or could you go by 
yourself? 
 
C: We would go in a group.  They suggested that you don’t go by yourself. 
 
T: What kind of information did they give you when you landed in Japan?  Were 
there talks about what to expect, what the people were like, these kind of things? 
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C: Yes.  They gave us a phrase book that showed how to talk or to make a few 
phrases.  They kind of encouraged us to mix with the people. 
 
T: In Germany there was initially a non-fraternization policy.  Was there anything 
like that in Japan that you recall? 
 
C: I don’t think so.  Not that I recall. 
 
T: How long did this feeling that the Japanese were a bit scared and worried 
perhaps, how long did that last? 
 
C: I think probably about three weeks at least.  After that they kind of got a little 
more friendly. 
 
T: What kind of interactions did you have with Japanese civilians? 
 
C: In the building that we were in the maintenance people were Japanese.  The Army 
had hired them, so we were in contact with them and we got to know them pretty 
well. 
 
T: Did they speak English at all? 
 
N: No.  Well, a little bit.  But very little.  So we had to use sign language and try to 
make ourselves understood if you wanted them to sweep the floor or something like 
that. 
 
T: Did you learn to speak any Japanese at all? 
 
C: A little bit.  Say good morning, and goodbye, and how are you.  Things like that. 
 
T: The compound you were at, I think you mentioned, was a large building that had 
formerly been a ministry of some kind? 
 
C: It was some kind of a financial institution, I think.  It looked like a bank with a 
lobby like a bank building.  We had the post office, and that’s where we sorted the 
mail. 
 
T: What kind of duty were you doing exactly? 
 
C: I was supposed to be in charge of the package department.  That’s a little room off 
to the side where all the packages came in.  Some of those packages were in pretty 
bad shape by the time they got there because they followed the troops.  The wives 
and mothers would send things like jelly and jam and it would get broken.  Some of 
them were pretty bad.  Then I had to keep a list of who was there.  You posted a list 
outside the office of who had a package.  They would pick it up. 
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T: Did your job change at all while you were there? 
 
C: No, not really.  I did that most of the time. 
 





(1, B, 621) 
 
T: How often were you able to get around Tokyo when you had free time? 
 
C: To begin with we didn’t have very much free time, but as time went on we got 
more free time.  We would go out to the golf course, play a round of golf or 
something.  Had little Japanese boys for caddies.  They’d laugh at us.  We were all 
just learning.  There was a day room in the building, too, that had a pool table and a 
ping pong table.  You could play cards. 
 
T: So there were recreational activities. 
 
C: There were things to do.  Yes. 
 
T: Were you able to shop at Japanese shops or go to Japanese restaurants, these kind 
of things? 
 
C: Didn’t go to Japanese restaurants.  There weren’t very many restaurants open 
while I was there.  You could go in the shops and buy whatever.  A lot of the guys 
would trade cigarettes.  They would get free cigarettes from the Army, and the 
Japanese were anxious to get them. 
 
T: Was this trading allowed? 
 
C: No.  It was kind of illegal, but nobody seemed to notice. 
 
T: What were the favorite things that the Japanese were interested in having that 
servicemen would have? 
 
C: They had clocks, a lot of clocks.  We bought them from the Japanese. 
 
T: What did the Japanese want from us?  From American servicemen? 
 
C: Cigarettes.  Money.  American money and cigarettes.  Couldn’t sell them clothes, 
because they were Army clothes.  They would have taken it if they could have. 
 
T: Was there an organized black market going on for trading these things? 
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C: I think so, yes.  I didn’t get involved in that very much, but there was one guy who 
was really involved in it.  One time I went down to some of the back streets and this 
place and he traded cigarettes.  A couple cartons of cigarettes.  I was a little worried.  
He was getting money.  They were just paying for it. 
 
T: With American money? 
 
C: Yes.  Yes. 
 




T: Going to this area of town, or what you were doing? 
 
C: This area of town and what he was doing, too, [made me nervous].  Yes.  Cameras 
were another thing that we bought from the Japanese. 
 
T: That was legal? 
 
C: Yes, it was legal.  You could buy them in a regular store. 
 
T: Was the fraternization between the two?  Was prostitution something that was 
evident? 
 
C: It wasn’t too evident, but I’m sure it happened.  In fact a couple of guys that I 
know had Japanese girlfriends.  I don’t know if it was legal or not.  It was tolerated. 
 
T: From what you’re describing, meeting people, meeting Japanese, was possible to 
do. 
 
C: It was. 
 
T: How about for yourself?  Did you meet or befriend any Japanese when you were 
there? 
 
C: There were a couple guys that, a couple Japanese that worked in the building 
there, that became sort of friendly.  We didn’t really do anything together special 
though. 
 
T: Did you have any Japanese where you visited anybody’s house or saw them 
outside of a military setting? 
 
C: No, I didn’t, but I know some of the boys did.  Went to their houses. 
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T: Were there people there who had, what we might say, a bad attitude about the 
Japanese still? 
 
C: Oh, yes.  There were quite a few.  They were pretty mad.  They weren’t afraid of 
them but were… they didn’t treat them very nicely.  Didn’t try to make friends. 
 
T: Sometimes that really, on both sides, there were those that were quite okay with 




T: And there were those who wanted nothing to do with them. 
 
C: Yes.  Both ways. 
 
T: Very interesting.  Were you able to travel at all outside of Tokyo? 
 
C: For R and R once in a while you could get like a weekend pass to travel out to 
Mount Fuji or someplace. 
 
T: How many times, if you can recall, were you able to get outside of Tokyo? 
 
C: Probably three or four times.  That’s about all. 
 
T: Is Mount Fuji one of the places you got to visit? 
 
C: That‘s the place.  There were some other places as well.  Kobe I think had sort of a 
center where you could go.  Places where you could sleep.  A military center.  We 
were able to use the military vehicles when we traveled, a jeep or car. 
 
T: What impressions did the countryside make for you then, outside of Tokyo? 
 
C: It was kind of like, I don’t know.  The fields, the farm fields, were small.  A lot of 
rice of course.  Rice paddies.  I noticed too, that the trucks in town were run by 
charcoal burning.  Left over from the war. 
 
T: When you got outside of Tokyo, how did these people respond or react to seeing 
American military personnel? 
 
C: Most of them would just get out of the way.  Just scatter.  I think probably it was 
fear.  Seemed like it was anyway.  It was kind of a funny feeling.  Strange. 
 
T: What did you like best about your time in Japan? 
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C: I think it was the camaraderie with the others.  We had four or five people that 
worked in the mail room and we got together and went off to the golf course and 
went to various places and to parties.  I think that was the best part. 
 
T: What was the most difficult thing for you about your time in Japan? 
 
C: Waiting to get home. 
 
T: It sounds like on the one hand you’re describing what was pretty good duty.  Not 
uncomfortable. 
 
C: Very good duty. 
 
T: Why were you anxious to get home? 
 
C: First time I’d been away for so long.  I felt like I would like to get home again. 
 
(1, B, 709) 
 
T: When you were there in Japan, or when you were in Texas too, because you were 
in Texas for six months, how did you stay in touch with your family and loved ones 
back home? 
 
C: Write letters. 
 
T: Were you a regular letter writer? 
 
C: Not really.  I would usually try to answer when I get one. 
 
T: So when you were prompted by a letter, you sent one back. 
 
C: Send one back. 
 
T: How important was it to you to get mail from home? 
 
C: It was pretty nice to get a letter, and have your name called at mail call. 
 
T: Did you get packages too sometimes? 
 
C: Yes, I did.  A couple of times in Texas.  A couple packages.  I don’t remember 
getting any in Japan. 
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C: I think they were all looked over, yes.  I don’t remember anything in any of the 
letters that I sent that were changed. 
 
T: Had you been told there were certain things you could or couldn’t say about your 
duty station or about Japan when you wrote home?  The war was over by this time. 
 
C: Yes.  Not really.  No special instructions. 
 
T: So you were free to describe… 
 
C: To describe whatever you wanted to. 
 
T: Did you talk, or write, a lot about what you saw and what you experienced in 
Japan when you wrote home? 
 
C: Yes.  Because it was such a different lifestyle in Japan.  So different from what my 
folks would know. 
 
T: When you wrote to them, what are some of the things that you talked about that 
you thought they might want to know, that they would find interesting? 
 
C: We had the Theater, the Ernie Pyle Theater, was in Tokyo.  We would go to the 
shows and mostly talk about the things that we did.  It’s so long ago it’s hard to 
remember. 
 





T: Did you purchase anything or collect souvenirs of things to take back with you 
from Japan? 
 
C: Yes.  I got a couple clocks, a camera, enlarger, and a Japanese rifle.  Shipped back. 
 
T: The war souvenir stuff.  Was there a fairly brisk trade in that kind of stuff? 
 
C: Yes, there was.  Particularly samurai swords, and rifles too.  I think it was legal, 
because they shipped it back. 
 
T: You had a Japanese rifle that you shipped home? 
 
C: Yes.  The Japanese would package it up for you.  They packaged it for me.  They 
put it in a wooden box.  They really did a good job. 
 
T: Now how did you come across the Japanese rifle? 
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C: There were several that somebody had gotten.  I don’t know why they had them 
there, but they had several there that you could have.  In the building.  Where they 
came from, I don’t know.  But it was available. 
 
T: Other things as well that were available? 
 
C: Yes, some of the samurai swords.  Everybody wanted them.  Some of them were 
pretty fancy.  Kind of expensive. 
 
T: Thinking of yourself, what attracted you to want to collect war souvenirs? 
 
C: I think just to have something to prove I had been there. 
 
T: You spent a year there too.  Were you a person, when you were in the service, 
who thought of making the military a career? 
 
C: No.  (pauses three seconds) I guess I shouldn’t say that.  I thought of it, but not very 
long. 
 
T: So it was a pretty easy decision? 
 
C: It was pretty easy. 
 
T: Did they try to get you to re-enlist?  To stay longer? 
 
C: Oh, yes, they did.  When you got your final papers they would show you another 
paper where you could sign up right away.  For me it wasn’t much of a decision. 
 
T: Did you visit either Hiroshima or Nagasaki when you were there? 
 
C: No, I didn’t. 
 
T: Did you know at that time of the atomic weapons and what they had done? 
 
C: Oh, yes.  In fact, you weren’t allowed to get very close to those places. 
 




T: What did you hear about those weapons and what they had done? 
 
C: They were really devastating, and it would probably be years and years before 
they could get anywhere near there. 
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T: When you looked around Tokyo too, Tokyo had been firebombed in 1945, there 
must have been a lot of destruction around. 
 
End of Tape 1.  Tape 2, Side A begins at counter 000. 
 
T: The destruction in Tokyo.  Did you feel guilty at all that as a member of the 
military or as an American, about what had been done here? 
 
C: No, not really.  It didn’t seem to bother me.  It was pretty bad, though.  One thing 
that I noticed, they had electricity.  Some of the huts that people lived in were made 
of whatever they could find.  They built a shelter, but they always had a light bulb in 
there. 
 
T: What else can you say about the living conditions of the Japanese that you 
noticed? 
 
C: It was pretty bad.  Right around where we were, I guess there hadn’t been too 
much bombing there, because the various palaces right near there that wasn’t 
bombed. 
 




T: You left Japan in September of 1946.  Do you remember the trip, and were you 
shipped or flown back? 
 
C: We came back on the Marine Swallow.  It was a much nicer ship than the one we 
went over on.  Much bigger. 
 
T: What do you remember about the trip back to the States? 
 
C: It was much better than the trip over there.  I can remember going under the 
Golden Gate Bridge again.  People were shouting. 
 
T: From up on the bridge? 
 
C: Sure.  Along the shore there. 
 
T: How did it feel again to be back in the US? 
 
(2, A, 37) 
 
C: It felt pretty good.  I thought pretty soon I would get home and see how things are 
going on the farm. 
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T: How did you spend the last couple months in military service? 
 
C: They let us go right away.  Gave us the rest of the time off.  We came back to Fort 
Ord, then we were discharged at Fort Lewis, Washington.  So we stayed there for a 
few days. 
 
T: But you were actually out and on your way before December. 
 
C: Before December. 
 
T: When did you get back to North Dakota? 
 
C: I took a train to Fort Lewis.  Stopped in Fargo.  Then they had an office in Fargo, so 
I stayed there for a day before my folks came from the farm to get me. 
 




T: What was it like to see your folks again? 
 
C: It was kind of nice.  Hadn’t seen them for a year. 
 
T: What was your initial reaction to being out of the military? 
 
C: It was kind of a relief in a way.  I tried to decide what I was going to do next. 
 
T: Had you thought about the time after the military while you were still in the 
service? 
 
C: Yes.  I was wondering about the help going to school, because I knew my folks 
probably couldn’t afford to send me to college. 
 
T: Had you thought about going to college before you went into the military, as soon 
as you finished high school? 
 
C: Yes.  I always wanted to be a civil engineer for some reason, even when I was in 
high school. 
 
T: At that time, was college not financially affordable for your folks? 
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C: It wouldn’t have been, no.  Not without some help. 
 
T: So, how was it that you began to think about college being a real possibility when 
you were in the service? 
 
C: When I was in the service?  I was wondering how I was going to do that.  I’d have 
to get a job someplace.  I had aunt that lived in Fargo, and her husband had an 
automobile shop.  Not a repair shop.  Auto supply.  I was thinking I could get a job 
there with him, and maybe I could make enough money to go to school. 
 
T: Is that what happened? 
 
C: No.  When I found out how much I could get from the GI Bill, I didn’t need to.  But I 
did work summers, the first two summers, with a contractor. 
 
T: The GI Bill.  When did you become aware of what the GI Bill could do for you? 
 
C: This friend of mine had talked to me about it.  He was going to go to school and he 
wanted somebody to go with him.  So we decided we’d go together.  And we did.  We 
made application to NDAC, North Dakota State Agricultural College. 
 
T: Did you know about GI Bill benefits when you were still in the service? 
 
C: No, I didn’t know.  I knew that there were some benefits, but I didn’t know what 
or how much you could really have. 
 





T: Do you remember what benefits you got exactly? 
 
C: I got, of course, college, and then when I went to California we bought out first 
house under the GI Bill.  There was financing available. 
 
(2, A, 107) 
 




T: And give you a stipend? 
 
C: Yes.  And there was housing made available.  It was very cheap.  It was right next 
to the campus.  Actually, it was right on campus.  It consisted of a series of Quonset 
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huts.  Military surplus I suppose.  They were comfortable.  They were small but they 
were comfortable. 
 
T: And the rent that you were paying, would you say that rent was higher on the 
economy, about average, or less? 
 
C: It was less. 
 
T: So that was subsidized, too? 
 
C: Yes, it was. 
 
T: Would you say that the GI Bill made college, going to college, easier for you or 
would you say that going to college without the GI Bill would not have been 
possible? 
 
C: I think it would not have been possible.  I would have been back on the farm. 
 
T: So the GI Bill made all the difference in the world to you. 
 
C: Yes.  A lot. 
 
T: I know that you went to school starting in 1947.  How was it that you chose North 
Dakota State Agricultural College, and not some other place? 
 
C: Because it was close, I guess.  It was kind of noted for engineering. 
 
T: So actually, really, you lucked out.  That was the school you might have selected 




T: How did you meet your wife Agnes? 
 
C: She worked in Fargo at the telephone company.  I had a sister that worked in 
Fargo, too.  One weekend my sister and I came out to the farm for the weekend and 
Agnes came out to Abercrombie visiting her uncle.  Margie, my sister, called her and 
asked her if she needed a ride back to Fargo.  She did, so she rode back to Fargo with 
us.  That’s how I first met her. 
 
T: So you met her going back to Fargo in the car? 
 
C: Yes.  We were married in just about a year. 
 
T: So it was convenient that they had housing for married people on campus. 
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C: Yes.  Right. 
 




T: Where did you live in Fargo before you moved into that Quonset hut housing? 
 
C: We lived in one of Sam Aggie’s apartment buildings downtown.  He had an 
apartment house. 
 
T: Was that just for students? 
 
C: No, that was for anybody. 
 
T: How were the rents there? 
 
C: I know it was a lot more than what we paid in student housing. 
 
T: Was it hard to find a place to live in Fargo when you went to school? 
 
C: Kind of, yes.  We had to take a place in the basement.  It was one room, in the 
basement.  You took what you could get. 
 




T: Being out of the service and back being a civilian again, what was the hardest 
thing for you readjusting to being a civilian? 
 
C: I don’t know.  It wasn’t too difficult.  I guess the hardest thing was worrying about 
what I was going to do when I got out of college.  First I was worrying about what I 
was going to do when I got out of the Army, and then what I was going to do when I 
got out of college (laughs). 
 




T: What difficulties did you have in the first months or years after your military 
service was over? 
 
C: Just getting used to being out and being on my own again, out of the Army. 
 
(2, A, 174) 
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T: How did you adjust to being out of the service? 
 
C: I think I just let it go. 
 
T: To sum up here, during the war you lived at home, really on the farm, almost the 
entire war.  You didn’t go into service until March 1945.  What did the war mean for 
you personally at the time? 
 
C: You mean at the time, before I went in the Army? 
 
T: Yes.  Because really, you were in the service for the last four or five months of the 
war.  Most of the time you were in school and living at home on the farm. 
 
C: Worrying about going to the Army and then some of the things you couldn’t get.  
Shortages.  But then, like I said, living on the farm we didn’t really have a shortage of 
much.  So I really didn’t have too much to worry about. 
 
T: The question of going in the service or not going in the service.  You mentioned 
earlier that it was something you and your folks talked about.  How often did that 
come up as a topic of conversation? 
 
C: Not really very often.  Maybe once a week something would come up. 
 
T: Who usually brought it up? 
 
C: Usually I did, I guess. 
 
T: Would you say that you were frustrated by your folks and their wanting to keep 
you out of the service? 
 
C: Sort of, yes.  But then I felt responsible for helping them out. 
 
T: Kind of pulled in both directions, weren’t you? 
 
C: Both ways. 
 
T: What would you say, what’s the most important way that the war changed your 
life? 
 
C: I wondered how it would be if it wasn’t.  I don’t know if I would have gotten to go 
to college.  Probably been a completely different life. 
 
T: Just thinking about what you’ve told me now, it’s the war that made you eligible 
for military service. 
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C: Right. 
 
T: And being in the service made you eligible for GI Bill benefits… 
 
C: And college.  Yes. 
 
T: So if you think about it, how do you envision your life without that? 
 
C: I would probably have ended up a farmer.  Being a farmer.  Because I was the only 
boy, I would probably get the farm.  I still have it. 
 
T: So your life really could have been completely different. 
 
C: Completely different.  Yes. 
 
T: Would you say you are happy with the way that things did turn out? 
 
C: I think so, yes. 
 
T: That’s the last question I have.  What would you like to add before we conclude? 
 
C: I can’t think of anything particularly. 
 
T: Then let me thank you very much for your time.  I enjoyed hearing about your 
experiences. 
 
C: You’re very welcome.  I hope I helped you somehow. 
 
T: Oh, absolutely. 
 
END OF INTERVIEW 
 
